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The Architecture of the 1899
Temple B’nai Sholom

Harvie P. Jones, F.A.I.A.
It is a truism that the essence of architecture is the space con
tained within it. This is particularly true for houses of worship. The
interior space of Temple B’nai Sholom is unusual, unexpected, and
beautiful. It is a sophisticated exercise in the use of geometry for
symbolism and vitality. The worship space is a perfect square in
plan, a classical architectural shape suggesting stability and dignity.
The four comers of the square are beveled-off to make a sort of oc
tagon, a shape suggesting a unit, or coming-together. The primary
axis of the entry, seating and bima (platform) is on the 45 degree
diagonal of the square, an unconventional and unexpected device
that enlivens the space. The high, timber-vaulted ceiling is a trun
cated pyramid of 24 folded sloping planes, finished in natural

THE ESSENTIAL GEOMETRY OF THE PLAN
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THE INTERIOR SPACE - FORM OF THE WORSHIP SPACE
WITH ITS 24 FOLDED-PLANES OF THE VAULTED CEILING

wood. It is seemingly complex but has a strong sense of unity while
being enlivened by the folding back and forth of the wood-clad
planes. The flatwood square at the top of the truncated pyramid is
ringed with 48 bare-bulb electric lights, twelve to a side, giving a
beautiful effect, and one that would have been high-tech in 1899.
The bima is in the southeast comer and has a rounded front
edge corresponding to the curve of the radial original pews. The
center of the radius for the pews is exactly in the southeast comer
of the primary square of the room, a nice (and logical) geometrical
touch to this intriguing architectural exercise in geometry and sym
bolism of spaces and forms. The wood floor slopes in a radial plane
(a conic section), adding to the geometric liveliness of the space
and improving the view of the bima at the same time.
The fan-shaped radial seating arrangement and sloped floor
have the advantages of putting the congregation as close as possible
to the Rabbi and also imparting a feeling of “congregation” which
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a typical 90 degree rectangular seating pattern does not accomplish.
This plan is sometimes called the “Akron Plan” after a Methodist
Church in late 19th-century Akron, Ohio, that popularized it. Other
local examples of the Akron plan are the early 20th-century New
Market Presbyterian Church and the nearby 1899 Central Presbyte
rian Church.
Symmetrically flanking the 45 degree central axis of the
worship space are two very large stained glass windows, each
about 25 feet wide, positioned so that they throw light toward the
bima and not in the eyes of the worshipers. This placement avoids
an error frequently seen where windows are placed in front of the
worshipers, blinding their view of the platform and making every
thing appear as dark silhouettes due to the strong light behind the
platform.
The dark brown of the natural-wood ceiling and trim con
trasts with the light-colored plaster walls and the brilliant colors of
the large stained-glass windows, whose glass colors predominate in
gold and other warm tones.
Adjacent to the main worship square is a space that until the
1970’s was separated by large folding wood partitions to form two
classrooms which could be opened into one room, or opened to the
worship space for overflow seating. The idea of “multi-use” spaces
is not a mid-20th century one, as we might think. Examples of
folding wood partitions are known at least into the 18th century
(Whitfield House, Connecticut). A local 1850’s example of folding
partitions is at the Lanford House (c. 1850) on Old Madison Pike,
where the entry hall, parlor and dining room can all be opened to
gether by folding partitions (not just wide doors, but complete par
titions). The classrooms also served as a social hall and contained a
cozy fireplace and mantel. This mantel is now nearby in the origi
nal rabbi’s study. It may return to its proper place, in time.
Originally, the alcove off the south wall of the main seating
space was framed by wood scrollwork similar to that existing at the
ark alcove, and this alcove contained a small pipe organ with goldcolored pipes beside the alcove window. The wood choir rail was
centered on the alcove. About 25 years ago this rail was shifted 4186

1/2 feet west to provide a larger bima, the scrollwork was removed
and the pipe organ was replaced with an electric organ.
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The exterior of Temple B’nai Sholom gives only a hint of
the geometrical sophistication and liveliness of the interior. The
basic form of the exterior is that of a gable-roofed, central 90°-axisstructure with twin unequal-height towers flanking the west-facing
front gable. The architect has prepared many pleasant surprises for
us upon entering what appears on the west front exterior to be a
conventional central-90°-axis worship space. The larger tower an
nounces that this is the primary entrance, with secondary entrances
at the smaller towers flanking the internal 45 degree main axis.
The primary design influence on the exterior of Temple
B’nai Sholom is the Romanesque style of 9th to 12th century Eu
rope, revived in the mid-19th century. An earlier Huntsville exam
ple is the First Methodist Church, where round-arched windows
(complete with gargoyles) and former tourelles (removed in the
1960’s) at the corners of the bell-tower spire base are hallmarks of
this stylistic influence. The key word here is “influence,” for nei
ther of these structures is even close to a literal reflection of the me
dieval Romanesque style, nor are they intended to be. In so-called
“revival” styles, the ancient style is always merely a point-ofdeparture to creating a new and modem style. In 19th-century ar
chitecture books, the current revival style is always referred to as
“modem” architecture, and indeed that is what it is. If a 10thcentury European could somehow be time-machined to Temple
B’nai Sholom, it would appear to him as something totally different
and radical, which indeed it would be.
Some of the Romanesque-inspired elements of the exterior
of Temple B’nai Sholom are the octagonal tower with small tourel
les (turrets) at each comer of the octagon-base, the round masonry
arches above many of the windows and doors, and the multitude of
finials at the parapets and towers. The “machicolations” (large
brick dentil-like projections) at the base of the west gable are
another reinterpretation of medieval architecture. The several win
dows consisting of a central round-top window flanked by narrow
rectangular windows is a revision of a “Venetian” (“Palladian”)
window popularized in 16th-century northern Italy by Andrea
Palladio and others, a Renaissance device totally different from the
Romanesque style but here beautifully and successfully integrated
into a harmonious whole.
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The basic design of the west front gable of Temple B’nai
Sholom is highly reminiscent of Baroque-style buildings of 16thcentury Holland. The 1579 Town Hall of Leyden, Holland, is one
example of many strikingly similar (in general flavor) gables.
Still another Baroque stylistic influence is found in the
stained glass, whose sweeping curvilinear patterns recall the Ba
roque style.
In the last quarter of the 19th century many American build
ings of all types were built of masonry in a way that attempted to
de-emphasize the brick joints and tried to make the walls appear to
be monolithic. Temple B’nai Sholom is one such example. Others
are the 1899 Halsey House at Eustis and Lincoln and the 1905
Dunnavant Building at Washington and Clinton. This monolithic
appearance was made possible by the manufacture of “pressed
brick,” which was a brick of very close dimensional tolerance, un
like bricks made before or since. To make “pressed bricks,” highquality, finely-ground clay was mixed with an absolute minimum
of moisture and then “pressed” in a mould under very high pres
sure. The small amount of moisture meant that when baked, the
bricks would not shrink and distort as do ordinary bricks whose
clay mix contains much more water and is not highly compressed.
“Pressed bricks” can be laid with mortar joints only of 1/8 to 1/4
inch wide because of the uniformity in size of the bricks, whereas
ordinary bricks require 3/8 inch joints because the bricks vary
much more in size tolerance.
To reinforce the monolithic look, the red-brown pressed
bricks were laid in red-brown mortar with narrow, nearly-flush
joints, as they are at Temple B’nai Sholom. There are cases where
this monolithic effect has not been understood and owners have
later ground-out the narrow, red-brown joints to install wide white
joints, thus spoiling the appearance of the building. Temple B’nai
Sholom went to considerable effort to keep the monolithic effect.
The original Temple roof of gray-green slates is still in place
and serving after 95 year. A number of cracked slates have been
replaced in the past 12 years and all of the galvanized metal flash
ings replaced by long-life copper in 1994. Thus, this beautiful roof
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has already outlasted about 6 asphalt-shingle roofs and will proba
bly outlast 6 more. This is a good example of the adage that the
cheapest materials is the highest-quality material. The numerous
1899 galvanized metal finials, which had gone beyond the point of
being able to be patched anymore, were also in 1994 expertly repli
cated in copper by “Copperworks” of Decatur. These should outlast
the 95 year-old originals. Since the design intent of the finials was
to represent stone carvings, the copper was painted a warm-gray
off-white limestone color (as were the originals) to match the nu
merous limestone sills and lintels on the building.
The last remaining restoration item is to plant several hard
wood shade trees along Lincoln and Randolph Streets, so that the
Temple will again be softened in appearance as it was in early
20th-century photographs and was until the last ancient maple died
this year.
The architect of the Temple was B. H. Hunt of Chattanooga,
who had an extensive practice in several southeastern states that
included many religious structures of various denominations. Hunt
also did the turn-of-the-century First Baptist Church here that stood
at Clinton and Church Streets. While appearances might indicate
Hunt also did the nearby Central Presbyterian Church (1899), it is
not on his list of projects that shows the above two contemporane
ous structures.
In 1968, a one-story, red brick, modem addition was made to
the south of the Temple. It is properly reticent, low in profile and
simple, avoiding the frequent mistake of many modem buildings
which attempt to upstage the old buildings. The architects were
Jones, Crow & Mann of Huntsville. The contractor for the 1994
Temple restoration was Craftsmen Builders of Huntsville.
Since 1945, many religious buildings have been insensitively
repaired or remodeled. The congregation of Temple B’nai Sholom
is to be commended for its commitment and work in preserving and
restoring this excellent and sophisticated work of architecture, not
only for the congregation’s use but for the historical and architec
tural benefit of all of Huntsville.
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Upper Facade of the Baroque-period 1579 Leyden Holland) Town
Hall
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Photo 1: Lincoln Street (West Front) facade.
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Photo 2: N.W. main tower with hand-worked sheet-copper finials
replicated in 1994 to math the deteriorated 1899 galva
nized-roof finials. The roof is gray slate.
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Photo 3: West front gable. Compare with the illustration of the
1579 Leyden (Holland) Town Hall gable.
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Photo 4: Interior, looking S.E. toward the bima and ark. The wood
ceiling is in 24 separate folded planes. The original light
ing was apparently bare clear-glass “Edison” bulbs.
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Photo 5: Interior, looking west. The bima is in the left foreground.
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Photo 6: West stained-glass window. The swirling curvilinear pat
terns reflect the influence of the Baroque (16th and 17th
century) period of architecture, typically of glass of the
late-Victorian period.
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Extracts Contributed from

TEMPLE B'NAI SHOLOM
1 0 3 LINCOLN STREET
HUNTSVILLE, ALABAMA
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Rededication Thoughts
Dear Friends:
The rededication of our sanctuary building, under the in
spired leadership of now past-President Dr. Alfred Ritter, our
Board of Trustees, Ms. Revelle Gwyn and our Renovation Commit
tee, is truly cause for celebration. The commitment of our entire
membership to translating dreams and visions into reality marks
this entire weekend as one truly precious moment in the life of the
Temple B’nai Sholom Family.
Jewish Religious Tradition is replete with moments of high
drama both in the lives of individuals as well as the community it
self. All are focused, however, on the interconnection between hu
manity and the Divine. Quite often, in that interplay, time stands
still, and we human beings, however briefly, sense the cosmic
eternity of which we are truly a part Unlike the patriarch Jacob
who proclaimed at Beth El, “God was in this place and I knew it
not,” entering our Sanctuary now, we can quite easily proclaim,
“God is, indeed, in this place, and we know it well!”
It is, therefore, incumbent upon us as a Congregation and
congregational family to use again this occasion of our celebration
to offer the wannest and sincerest of “thank you’s” to all those who
labored so diligently to accomplish this great task, and to offer,
humbly, our prayer of celebration:
Baruch Atah Adonai Elohenu Melech haolam, shehecheyanu, v’key’y’manu, v’he’ge’anu laz’man hazeh:
Praised are you, Adonai our God, Ruler of the universe,
who has kept us alive, sustained us, and brought us to this joy
ous occasion.
Amen.
30 September 1994
25 Tishri 5755

Dr. Steven L. Jacobs,
Rabbi, D.H.L.
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The Temple: The Concept and the
Construction
[Pres. J. Weil] stated that a Committee of the C.P. Church
[desires] to sell their Church to us for a Synagogue...
[T]he Pres, [appointed] a Committee [consisting of H. Weil,
H.J. Lowenthal, and O. Goldsmith] to see a builder or architect and
find out how much it would cost to build a suitable place of wor
ship & the Committee has the power to buy the C.P. Church if suit
able... [Ed. note—The C.P. Church was a George Steele building
which stands on the site of the present Central Presbyterian Church
at the comer of Lincoln and Randolph streets.]
Temple Minutes
March 28,1897

It was moved and sec. that the Committee has full power to
purchase a lot without further action.
Temple Minutes
April 10,1898

The Committee reported having purchased the lot on Cor.
Clinton & Lincoln str[eets at a price of] $1500.00... The Pres, ap
pointed a Building Comm.” I. Schiffman, H. Weil, O. Goldsmith,
H.J. Lowenthal, S.H. Levy with full power to act in all particulars.
Temple Minutes
May 1,1898

The comer of Lincoln and East Clinton St. will soon be
adorned by a handsome synagogue to be built by the Hebrew Re
form Congregation. This temple of worship will contain an audito
rium, Sunday school room and society room, and will be erected at
a cost of about $12,000. The plans have been accepted and work
will begin at once.
The Huntsville Weekly Democrat
Wednesday, May 25,1898
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The officers of the congregation of the Hebrew reform syna
gogue have let the contract for their new temple of worship to Mr.
William Meyers. The brick contract was secured by J.I. and W.L.
Jones, who will furnish nearly 300,000 brick. Work will begin
within the next few days.
The Huntsville Mercury
Wednesday, August 17,1898
*******

The following members purchased.. .Memorial windows:
Mrs. A. Goldsmith
Mrs. B. Schiffman
Mrs. E. Weil
Mrs. Flora Schiffman
Mrs. Emma Mendel
Mrs. R. Herstein
Mr. E. Brown

two windows @ 75.00
one window
one window
one window
one window
one window
one window
Total
Mr. S.H. Levy

150.00
100.00
125.00
75.00
75.00
25.00

25.00
$575.00

50.00
$625.00
Temple Minutes
April 7,1899

Supt. Meyers is placing the heavy timbers for the roof and
towers of the synagogue and will be ready for the roofers next
week.
The Huntsville Mercury
Wednesday, May 10,1899

Messrs. Timberlake & Nance...are just finishing the work of
putting the beautiful ornaments on the Jewish Synagogue.
The Huntsville Mercury
Wednesday, July 25,1899
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[The Jewish synagogue] will be completed and in use within
another month.
The Huntsville Tribune
Tuesday, August 22,1899

General meeting for Dedication Nov. 26/99. The following]
were appointed.. .Ushers: Ed Weil, Sam Damson, M.H. Weil &
Sam Adler.. .Moved and sec. that Mr. H J. Lowenthal put Linoleum
in the three vestibules. Carried.
Temple Minutes
November 12,1899

The dedication services of the handsome Jewish Syna
gog[ue] were very impressive and interesting on last Sunday morn
ing, and a large congregation representing every denomination was
present...
Rabbi Michnic delivered a fine sermon and several addresses
and recitations of the program were creditably rendered and inter
esting to the congregation. The dedication of this beautiful temple
is a triumph to the untiring energy, generosity, and zeal of the con
gregation.
Huntsville Weekly Democrat
Wednesday, November 29,1899
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Hebrew's in Huntsuille
The erection of this temple gives us food for thought regard
ing the industry of the people who built it. The Jews of Huntsville
are examples of industry and thrift. There are about thirty families
of Jews in Huntsville, and there is scarcely a residential street that
is not adorned with their beautiful homes. There are Jew merchants
who came to this town with little more than their clothes, and a
small stock of merchandise that could be packed in a goods box,
who, by characteristic energy and thrift, have become the leading
merchants and desirable citizens. Nor do these people confine
themselves to their trade entirely. They have their social circles and
beautiful entertainments at the Standard Club rooms or in their own
handsomely furnished homes every week, and the men and women
are prominent in any movement for charity or public interest. These
people also see the necessity of an education, and are giving their
children the best advantages for the development of their talents,
whether for a professional or commercial career. Teachers who
have had them under training, pronounce the children of Jews
splendid material to work with. One cannot help but admire a peo
ple who through industry have achieved such results in a few years.
Huntsville Weekly Democrat
Wednesday, November 29,1899
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Isaac Schiffman
As President of this Congregation during construction and
Chairman of the Building Committee, Isaac Schiffman, perhaps
most among our esteemed Founders, is responsible for the structure
in which we now are privileged to worship. He was born in 1856 in
Hoppstaedten, Germany, and came to America as a young man.
Memories of the graceful old synagogue in his native town and the
religious training he received there, may have inspired him to his
task in Huntsville. We know that Isaac Schiffman never forgot
Hoppstaedten. He built a school for Jewish children there and gave
a water system to the town. The old synagogue still stands but as an
apartment house. Its windows were destroyed on Kristallnacht.
There are no longer Jews in Hoppstaedten.

Who w a s the Architect of the Temple?
The prominent Chattanooga architect R.H. Hunt (18621937) designed scores of churches, hotels, schools, public build
ings, and businesses throughout the South. He published a list of
references in 1907 which includes, among well over fifty other
houses of worship, the “Jewish Synagogue, Huntsville, Ala.” Hunt
also designed a synagogue in Pine Bluff, Arkansas, as well as the
“Van Valkenburg Block” in Huntsville. Hunt’s obituary in The
Chattanooga Free Press extols him as “the outstanding architect in
the entire South.”
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Founders of Congregation B’nai Shol om-1876
B.W. Wise, President
Daniel Wise, Sec’y

J. Weil, Vice-President
Simon Katz, Treasurer

Adolph Adler
H. Adler
Isaac Adler
Henry Barnard
Philip Berg
Morris Bemstein
Simon Emrich
B. Frankfeld
Nathan Herstein
Robert Herstein
S. Herz
Joseph Klaus
Max Krauz
Max Laudauer

F. Lang
N. Newman
S.J. Schaumack
Solomon Schiffman
Daniel Schiffman
Isaac Schiffman
Philip Schwartz
David Tschopik
Herman Weil
Herman Weil, Jr.
Isidor Weil
Abe W. Wise
Meyer B. Wise
Herman Wind

Presidents o f Temple B’nai Sholom
1876-1880
1880-1881
1881-1882
1882-1893
1893-1989
1898-1901
1901-1908
1908-1910
1910-1913
1913-1915
1915-1918
1918-1921
1921-1922
1922-1926
1926-1927
1927-1928
1928-1929
1929-1931
1931-1936
1936-1953
1953-1954
1954-1955
1955-1956

B.W. Wise
J. Weil
Nathan Herstein
B.W. Wise
J. Weil
Isaac Schiffman
Herman Weil
Isaac Schiffman
S.H. Levy
Isidor Wind
Julius Jacoby
Elias Brown
Aaron M etzger
Isidor Wind
Samuel Schiffman
Bert Abraham
Julius Jacoby
Isidor Wind
Samuel Schiffman
Isidor Wind
Leo P. Cohen
Mort L. W eil, Jr.
Abe Goldstein

1956-1958
1958-1959
1959-1960
1960-1964
1964-1966
1966-1968
1968-1970
1970-1972
1972-1974
1974-1976
1976-1978
1978-1979
1979-1981
1981-1982
1982-1984
1984-1986
1986-1988
1988-1990
1990
1990-1992
1992-1994
1994-
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L.B. “Buddy” M iller
Milton Frank, Jr.
Henry L. Solom onson, Jr.
Mort L. Weil, Jr.
Richard Jess
Seymour Gordon
Paul R. Kunitz
Jerome Averbuch
Charles Bauman
Richard Lapidus
Edgar Gollop
Henry L. Solomonson, Jr.
Barry Berman
Morton Banks
Buster Frank
Barbara Lapidus
Peggy Averbuch
Victor van Leeuwen
Susan Moye
Susan Gilbert
Alfred Ritter
Joel B. Denbo
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Jewish school in Hoppenstadten, Germany, built with funds
donated by Isaac Schiffman.

